Treatment of childhood diffuse brain stem tumors: comparison of results in different treatment modalities.
Diffuse brainstem tumors in children are rare and its treatment is controversial. Although radiotherapy (RT) used to be the treatment of choice, results remained unsatisfactory. The association of RT with other therapies is common, but lacks scientific data regarding its efficacy. Comparison of results of irradiation alone versus combined treatment modalities is crucial in improving survival. The authors reviewed twenty-four patients with diffuse brainstem tumors, with mean age of 7 years, treated from December 90 to November 99, at the University of Sao Paulo, Brazil. These patients were subdivided in four groups according to the treatment option at the onset of symptoms. Four patients were treated with radiation alone (total dose of 50 Gy to 62.4 Gy), 6 patients with chemotherapy and radiation, 8 with tamoxifen and radiation and 6 with tamoxifen, radiation and chemotherapy. The results of the different groups were them compared. Clinical response was observed in 83.3% of our children, briefly followed by progressive disease. Mean survival was 17 months with no statistically significant differences among the groups. Four patients were alive at the end of the study, with a mean survival of 32.4 months, all of them received combined therapy, but with no statistically significant differences. Neither the association of radiation therapy with chemotherapy, tamoxifen nor both have showed survival improvement. The prognosis of these patients remains very poor and only investigational trials would justify a highly aggressive approach.